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X \t first glance, the title of Colonel
William C. Haponski's book might seem
a bit deceptive. As indicated by the subtitle, it does chronicle an armored cavalry
task force in Vietnam, but it is so much
more. The author is a true soldier-scholar
who researched thousands of pages of
combat records, read voluminous translations of enemy histories, conducted extensive interviews, and utilized his own
records to produce an excellent book. It
is a comprehensive work that resembles
the style, integrity, and scholarship of
the late Indochina historian Bernard Fall.
Haponski commanded 1st Squadron, 4th Cavalry, 1st Infantry Division,
from January to July 1969. Although
the focus of the book is on the six turbulent months Haponski served as an
armored cavalry squadron commander,
he begins by providing the reader with
an historical overview of the early 1950s
in Indochina and the ill-fated attempt of
the French to retain their colonial possessions in Southeast Asia. While researching French Army operations, Haponski
contacted and befriended General of
the Army Jean Delaunay, former Chief
of Staff of the French Army. As a young
cavalry lieutenant, he also saw combat in
Vietnam and was severely wounded not
far from the Michelin Rubber Plantation
northwest of Saigon. This background
serves to introduce the reader to not
only the geographic area of armored
operations, but also the cultural and
historical context in which Task Force
Haponski existed.
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The heart of the book is the author's
detailed narrative of his tenure as task
force commander. It is a brutally honest
and candid account of command at the
cavalry squadron level. Haponski describes life"on the tracks"perfectly—the
intense tropical heat, the dust that filled
every human, the mud that could swallow a 52-ton tank, as well as the hours
of boredom and the intensity and sheer
terror of close combat. In combat, the
decision-making process is painful and
intense and is oftentimes measured in
seconds. Haponski's account of those
moments provides vivid and realistic
memories for anyone who served in
combat in Vietnam and survived.
As the author describes the fierce
and violent battles in the Michelin Plantation in March 1969 (Operation Atlas
Wedge), readers are exposed to the excruciating frustration of what is known
as the"fog of war"—those insidious and
usually unforeseen events that seem to
take the stage at just the wrong time and
place. Readers will also be impressed
by the dedication and courage of those
troopers of the Quarter Cav. This portion
of the book is fast paced and, at times,
the combat action is minute by minute.
The story is greatly enhanced by first
person North Vietnamese Army accounts
of actions and experiences that coincide with the operations of Task Force
Haponski, especially during Operation
Atlas Wedge.
The final chapter, "Return to Vietnam,"describes Haponski's long-awaited

return to places and people he had
known during the war. He writes about
a twelve-year-old Vietnamese girl named
Nhan, the same age as his daughter,
whom he befriended in 1968. Miraculously, in March 2005, he is reunited
with members of her family. Especially
poignant is his reunion with Nhan, now
a grown woman, mother, and wife.
One Hell of a Ride contains history,
vivid action, and poignant human interest. It is written by a dedicated soldier
and scholar who displays great sensitivity for human dignity and respect for his
adversaries. It is also clear that he was
deeply committed to the welfare of each
and every trooper in his command.
This reviewer heartily concurs with
Lieutenant General Frederic J. Brown,
USA-Ret., an armored cavalry task force
commander himself in Vietnam, who
says that One Hell of a Ride is, "absolutely
the most comprehensive, best book on
combat in Vietnam I have read."
Colonel Timothy D. Kerns, USAR-Ret.
Tallahassee, FL

"One Hell of a Ride
contains history, vivid
action, and poignant
human interest."

SPRING

ON POINT

:

2011

